Teaching Functional Literacy i n Schools : A Personal Reflection
-Samuel Johnso n J ohnson's terse yet inclusiv e perspective, written over 3 centuries ago has relevance to th e diverse levels of discourse that a discussion on literacy inevitabl y commands and the essential value systems that education promotes . In that context, literacy in and of itself is of important socia l interest . Government funded initiatives to improve academic literacy and numeracy and on going assessment and revised progra m initiatives testify to endemic efforts to improve student schoo l learned academic competencies . Yet, is justice being served to th e concerted and unidirectional efforts to successfully operationalize and improve literacy if its very definition is qualified and discussed from solely an "academic " perspective? While it is not my intention to offer a substantive an d research-based theory in respons e to this question I do propose to share some reflections from my professional experiences an d practice that have led me to become aware of a seemingly complex question . That is, why is s o much time spent on describing school success in terms of academic literacy when "assistin g learners to understand and cop e with the environment and surroundings in which they liv e Aronowitz & Giroux, 1985 ; Freir e & Berthoff, 1987 My position is based on the fac t that I have spent countless hour s observing and appreciating the dedicated efforts of teachers and others who while summarily confined to the context of "the curriculum" work everyday with students to help them understan d the circumstances that govern their lives and to develop the necessary coping skills to manage their surroundings by interpreting the social, emotional, physical, and moral interplay of thei r lives . This is what I refer to as meeting the quasi-critical or functional literacy needs of students . The concurrent realities of day to day life often challenge students who are finding it increasingl y difficult to meet the complex performance standards and objectives of the current curriculum . For instance :
• Academic Demands .
Student stress is on the rise . "Students have always been faced wit h academic demands and these demands are not inherently stressful . Demands become stressful when (Mailandt, 1998) . There is the pressure of underachieving . The anxiety of failing grades. The worry of processing a seemingly unredemptive compresse d curriculum . The attempts to successfully manage time in order to balance the demands of academic s with external commitments an d pressures . Certainly these are no t concepts that represent student s with subtle particularity . It shoul d come as no surprise that academic and social demands are perceive d by some students as hurdles, while others consider them improbable obstacles to overcome (Mailandt) .
• Challenges of Social Integration .
The difficulties of carving a niche in the peer group, be it in the sandboxes of the primary years or in the privileged senior seating arrangements of the high school cafeteria . Making sense of somehow wanting to be aberrantly ordinary . Struggling to justify blatant societal injustice . Coping with pee r pressure, and the innate fear of being ostracized from the socia l group . Not to mention the struggl e of harnessing the physiologica l and hormonal changes of adolescence . Research suggests that comprehensive programs aimed a t fostering "positive social skills in children often contain many of the same ingredients as effective programs designed to prevent violence, drug abuse, teenage pregnancy, and a host of other negative outcomes" (Viadero, 2003) .
• Environmental Demands . "Today, children, just as adults, experience higher levels of stres s than ever before . Negative lif e events such as community an d school violence, domestic terrorism, poverty, divorce, poo r parenting skills . . .are a reality fo r many children . These stressful life events can cause emotional an d psychological problems . Furthermore, children have little contro l over their environments and therefore may not be able to actively prevent or seek alleviation fro m stress" (Edwards, Gfroerer, Flowers, & Whitaker, 2004) . For students of all ages, by far the mos t puzzling and challenging curriculum can be defining the baleful reality that exists beyond the schoo l walls and meeting the daily expectation of having all the confusio n sorted out by the opening bell . Recall for a moment a trip to th e ballpark . The game of baseball in all its ritualistic splendor . You may recall that the spectators behind home plate sit securely behind a mesh screen of sorts, protected from the salvo of foul balls . For the avid fan of baseball , the screen affords them the often taken for granted security to actively participate in the events o f the ball game . The ball game, in turn, represents the various dimensions that constitute academic literacy . Quasi-critica l literacy, as I have described it, represents for the mainstrea m student the screen that equips them with the often taken fo r granted but necessary copin g strategies to understand and actively participate in the events of schooling and in the circumstances that define their lives . Imagine now having the opportunity to sit in these exclusive seat s but not be able to partake in th e fanfare excitement of the game fo r the distracting presence of the screen. In other words, finding i t frustratingly difficult as the gam e labors on to not be able to see pas t the very mesh that is in place t o protect you . For students struggling with the curriculum, experiencing failure, and unsuccessfull y coping with their environment and surroundings, the same protective screen that seemingly vanishes in the action of the game fo r "the fittest" of students, become s in fact more prominent and henc e more distracting than the event itself . I have been privy to witnessing teachers and support staf f cater to this functional literac y that affords dissenting student s especially a means to acknowledge, rationalize, and cope wit h the issues that have surfaced i n their lives . In doing so, these students are further afforded an opportunity to gain a relative perspective in better understanding their surroundings .
Quasi-critical literacy or functional literacy as I have describe d it,entails helping students cop e with the interrelations of their academic, social, physical, spiritual , and moral lives and is a literac y Winter/Spring 2005 that summons the attention an d energy of both students and staff. Many teachers ingeniously tailor pedagogy to address the perspectives of this functional literac y and should be recognized for thei r efforts . For example, lessons are structured thematically, be it i n religious studies, philosophy, o r language arts classes, to implicate students in ethical decision-making . Such lessons are complemented by regular visits to the school from the clergy to provid e opportunities for students to further their understanding of personal moral development .
Teacher-led intramural sports and clubs allow students a reprieve from the discomfitures o f managing academic anxieties an d offer alternative socially structured gatherings . School staff facilitates student-led leadership initiatives, including peer mediation and tutoring opportunities , to allow students to meaningfull y assert their contributions to thei r immediate surroundings .
It is heartening to know that school boards too have been vigilant in their response to such literacy concerns . The Halto n Catholic District School Board has placed Family Service Workers, through a contractual agreemen t with the Children's Aid Society, in schools deemed to be especiall y in need of more support . The Family Service Workers' caseloa d consists primarily of individua l and small group sessions wit h those students who struggle t o understand and cope with their environment which in turn interferes with their ability to learn . Further, programs such as the Transitions Elementary and Secondary Classrooms are joint efforts between the public an d separate school boards, as well a s various community agency partners in Halton . They cater specifically to those students who ar e having difficulty being successful in the regular school setting and benefit from a smaller classroo m placement with additional supports (i .e . child and youth counselor, educational assistant , family support etc) . These are students who may have behavior difficulties or mental health needs . In addition, Woodview Children's Center offers a program t o specific students in grades 6, 7, and 8, who exhibit significant symptoms of depression and anxiety, often resulting in attendance (truancy) issues . The half day 1 0 week program recognizes the debilitating cycle of how studen t anxiety impacts upon their attendance that negatively affects thei r learning; thus, as students lag behind in their school work, thei r anxiety is further heightened . Al l of these programs focus on th e fact that students need to develo p the social and emotiona l proficiencies necessary to cop e with their various circumstance s before they can successfull y manage curriculum-relate d demands .
The contributions to quasi-critical literacy that may be especiall y noteworthy are those manifeste d in the compassion that teachers , educational assistants, and chil d and youth counselors in particular show for the human dignity o f each student. At certain times it i s a lucid glance and reassuring word from an educational assistant to a special student struggling to understand the impulse s of their own behavior . At other times it is a counselor's promise t o a troubled adolescent that perio d three lunch can be spent talkin g about the despairing conditions o f home in the tranquil comfort o f her office . There is the intermediate teacher who unsolicitedel y shares the better part of his lunch to sit with the schoolyard bully on a day when no other child would . Then there are the quiet conversations between teachers and students, complete with the understanding that there is nothin g shameful in shedding a tear. I often reflect upon the efforts teachers invest in assisting students t o understand and cope with wha t can be relentless circumstances . There are the times too whe n teachers and support staff distinguish for a misunderstood student the difference between ba d choices and good character . Th e occasions when they explain to a discordant adolescent already feeling detached from the pursui t of learning that effort is often a better indicator of success than a grade . Not to forget of cours e those times when educators silently consent to the role of nurturing parent in the presence of a child who, for all intent and purpose, is without one . The examples cited above are testament to a quasi-critical literacy that teachers and support staff adhere to by unselfishly providing students wit h a commodity already in great demand-time . Time for students to talk about the circumstances o f greatest relevance in their lives that often have very little to do but impact significantly upon issues of academic literacy . Teacher s and support staff, given this paradigm of critical literacy, are instrumental in taking time to liste n to the issues that seem to disjoin t the lives of students . By giving of their time and modeling an emphatic understanding, these educators offer students a perspectiv e (and not necessarily a solution) t o the plights that trouble them . I n offering perspective, these same educators provide opportunitie s for students to consider (or reconsider) their circumstances relative to their own lives . In doing so , students are better equipped with at least a means of coping (and the range and influence of these are far too great to mention) to make some sense of the world, the people, and their place in all of it .
TEACHING & LEARNIN G
Obviously we must continue effort to improve academic literacy . In doing so, however, w e must applaud and recognize educators who, despite the swellin g external pressures of provincia l curriculum mandates and assessment scores, remain sensitive to nurturing, in a spirit of compassion, and students ' understanding 
Note s
1 This is certainly not to suggest a mor e intimate comparison with Freire' s critical consciousness movement tha t sought, through a more elaborate schema of critical literacy as a political tool, to liberate the oppressed from the dominant class . 2 As the poet Wallace Stevens stated , and the scholar Northrop Frye explained, the motive for metaphor is a need to associate, and ultimately identify, "the human mind with wha t goes on outside it" (Frye, 1963; p . 11) .
